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INTRODUCTION

Women are often unseen in the traditional historical record, and find little
place in histories of medicine which concentrate on its professional and
orthodox aspects. Besides attendant nurses and a few semi-mythical fig-
ures like Trotula, one might see, indistinctly, among the shadows, the ‘old
woman in Shropshire’ whose family receipt for the treatment of dropsy
led William Withering to the discovery of digitalis, or Sarah Nelmes, the
milkmaid whose hand Edward Jenner used to confirm his hypothesis as to
the prophylactic effect of cowpox against smallpox. Women’s role seems
to consist chiefly of being the grateful — or victimised — patient.

Turning the glare of the limelight away from the heroic surgeon or pioneer-
ing physician to other aspects of caring for the sick and the preservation of
health, we can see that women have always been present, and not merely
in the background as anonymous handmaids and passive objects of male
therapeutic endeavours (or else as malign witches). There have always
been areas consecrated to women, in which, however despised by the med-
ical colleges, they have played a vital part. Moreover, wherever healing
skills have been acquired through family heritage or traditional learning,
women have had almost equal chances of attainment.

Boundaries blur. The woman who one day is the parturient mother sur-
rounded by gossips and midwife may on another support a neighbour
through her confinement - or become through experience a trusted mid-
wife. The wisdom gained through raising her own children and tending
her family’s health might lead to a role in the immediate community as
a folk healer, or even to the sale of her remedies as a widely-distributed
patent medicine. Informal medical aid to neighbours (an integral part of
community life) became formal and organised philanthropy as society itself
became more complex. The role of woman as carer, implicitly accepted,
could lead to a far wider range of activity. During the nineteenth century
women argued that their work of caring required entry into public activity
and professional qualifications, realms hitherto denied them.

Above all, the figure of woman as patient and woman as healer merge
into one another. Was it her own terrible disfigurement from smallpox,
— the same disease that had killed her brother — which led Lady Mary
Wortley Montagu to be particularly receptive to the idea of inoculation?
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An invalid’s life exempted Florence Nightingale from the tedious social
obligations of her position, and enabled her to concentrate on nursing and
sanitary reform. Melanie Klein sought psychoanalysis for her own severe
depression; as a result she became an influential analyst. On a darker note,
Marie Curie’s epoch-making work on radiation caused the development of
the pernicious anaemia from which she died. Other women, finding no
relief for their ills at the hands of the conventional medical profession,
sought alternatives or developed critiques for its reform.

The relationship of women to medicine has often been viewed from two
distinct and contrasting viewpoints: either, as the entry of women into the
male-defined profession of medicine (first as increasingly professionalised
nurses — handmaids to male doctors — and later as doctors themselves);
or, as victims of male-dominated medical practice. The present exhibition
depicts a more autonomous relationship of women to health care, less
associated with formal medical structures.

These kaleidoscopic aspects of women, health, and healing suggest that
women are by no means simply passive consumers/victims of medical ser-
vices. The female contribution to medicine and health cannot be seen
solely in terms of professional recognition within the established medical
framework. This exhibition reflects the constant yet diverse presence of
women in health care.



Panels

Centre Panel:

1. Hygieia. Photograph of copy of statue in the Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Hygieia: Greek goddess of health, the female aspect of Aesculapius. Her
province is usually defined as the maintenance of health and prevention of
disease — whence the derivation of the word ‘hygiene’ — as opposed to
Aesculapian intervention to cure the sick.

Left hand panel:

2. Sainte Elisabeth, Reine de Hongrie, guérissant les teigneux.
Etching by E Saint Raymond, 19th cent., after a painting by Bartolomé Es-
teban Murillo [1618-1682], painted for the Hospital de la Caridad, Seville.

3. Visit to the Sick. Aquatint by Frederick Christian Lewis [1779-1856)
after John Flaxman [1755-1826], published by Mary Ann Flaxman and
Maria Denman, London, 1 January 1831.

One of a series of designs by John Flaxman of ‘“The Seven Works of Mercy’.

Right hand panel:

4. Trotula, Queen of midwives, holding up an orb. Photograph of
drawing. Western Ms 544. (see Case 12.3).

5. A M Copping of the Lister Institute engaged in research on
vitamins at Roebuck House. 1939. Copy photograph.
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Utagawa Shunsha. The child born in the year of the horse. Case 1.5.
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Case 1

CHILDBIRTH

Throughout history women have given not only moral support but their
own skills and experience to assist other women through parturition.

1. Birth of the Virgin. Coloured reproduction of predella of polyptych of San
Pancrazio, by Bernardo Daddi [¢. 1290-1349/51] in the Uffizi, Florence. 43 x 32
cm (actual size). Painted probably ¢.1340.

2. Birth of the Virgin. Engraving by Cornelis Cort [1533-78], after a drawing
by Federico Zuccaro. 1578.

3. Nativitas B. Mariae Virginis. Engraving on vellum, coloured by hand in
gouache and gold, by P Bouttats [fl. 17th century]. Flemish.

4. A kraamkamer (birth-room) with a maid giving sweetmeats to
the ‘gossips’. Watercolour heightened with gold on vellum. Dutch. Mid-
seventeenth century.

5. Birth scene. Lacquer on papier-maché forming lid of mirror case. Persian.
Eighteenth century.

6. The child born in the year of the horse. Colour woodcut by Utagawa
Shunshd. Edo, year of the horse [1846].

Although these scenes seem superficially very diverse, there are some remarkable
similarities between them: the baby being bathed, the mother being given some
restorative, blankets being warmed, as well as the presence of ‘gossips’ besides
the midwife.

Obstetric girdles.
7-8. Two versions of the Life of St Margaret written on scrolls, for use as
birth girdles. French. [c.1465 and ¢.1485.] Wellcome Western Mss. 804, 804a.

9. Scroll of Invocations to SS Quiricus and Julitta for safe delivery.
Latin and English. [¢.1500.] Wellcome Western Ms. 632.
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While birth is a ‘natural’ event, it is one during which many things can go wrong,
possibly resulting in death or damage to mother and child. In many societies
girdle-charms are used to invoke supernatural protection during pregnancy and
labour and to ensure a safe delivery. Christian cultures often appeal to the pro-
tection of particular saints, for example St Margaret, Virgin Martyr, patroness
of women in labour, or 55 Quiricus and Julitta, mother and child martyrs. The
worn condition of these scrolls suggests that they were indeed used for this pur-

pose.

10. Parturition chair. Seventeenth century. English.

11. Eucharius Roesslin, the Elder [d.1526]. The byrth of mankynd, other-
wyse named the womans boke. Newly set forth ... By Thomas Ray-
nald. [Based on translation by Richard Jonas]. London. T Raynald. 1552.

12. Jacobus Rueff [1500-58]. The expert midwife, or an excellent and
most necessary treatise of the generation and birth of man...now
translated into English. London. E Griffin for S Burton and sold by T
Alchorn. 1637.

These works, compiled by male anthors, assume that the conduct of childbirth
is very much a matter for women.

13. Martha Mears. The midwife’s candid advice to the fair sex; or the
pupil of nature. New Edition. London. Crosby & Co. [¢.1805.] First pub-
lished 1797.

Although by the end of the eighteenth century the profession of man-midwife
had become established and medical interest in childbirth was becoming more
common, Mears still remained within the tradition that regarded childbirth as
an exclusively female precinct.

14. Wendy Savage. A Savage Enquiry. London. Virago Press. 1986.

Most women now give birth in the sometimes frightening and impersonal ambi-
ence of hospital. Wendy Savage endeavoured to treat childbirth as a natural, not
pathological, event, with the parturient woman herself as the person with the
most right to make decisions on the conduct of her labour. Though she aroused
much hostility among her colleagues, Mrs Savage’s restoration of the mother to
the centre of the child-bearing process earned her enormous support among the
local community she served.

-12-



Case 2
MIDWIFERY

The female involvement in childbirth has led to the development of mid-
wifery as an increasingly formalised profession subject to legal restrictions.

1. Le baptéme administré par la sage femme. Engraving with etching by
Bernard Picart [1673-1733].
When the new-born child seemed likely to die before the arrival of a priest, mid-
wives were permitted to baptise rather than risk endangering the child’s soul by
letting it expire unbaptised.

2. Midwives® licenses. Collection of certificates on behalf of provincial mid-
wives. 1687-1728. Western Ms. 3544.

Midwives in England were licensed to practice by the bishop of the diocese.
While these licences allude to the women’s skill and experience it is likely that
good character and church-going were regarded as more important qualifications.

3. Jane Sharp. The midwives book. Or the whole art of midwifery
discovered. Directing childbearing women how to behave themselves.
London. S Miller. 1671.

4, Elizabeth Nihell. A treatise on the art of midwifery. Setting forth
various abuses therein. London. A Morley. 1760.

With the development of obstetrical forceps, first employed by the Chamberlen
family, it became possible to intervene in difficult labour and to save mothers
and babies in cases which would formerly have been hopeless. The dissemination
of this new instrumental intervention in childbirth was in the hands of medical
men rather than midwives, and it gave rise to continuing protest. Meanwhile
midwives themselves made a distinction between those experienced and well-
qualified to attend labour, and ‘ignorant’ midwives.

5. A midwife going to a labour. Handcoloured etching by Thomas Rowland-
son [1756-1827] published by Thomas Tegg. London. 12 February 1811. Tegg’s
Caricatures No.55.

The old-fashioned ‘handywoman’ type of midwife: note the bottle she carries to
sustain herself through the hours of labour. However, she has turned out in the
middle of the night to attend her client.
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6. Marie Anne Victoire Boivin (née Gillain) [1776-1841]. Illustrations and
notes for her Atlas des maladies de "utérus. Western Ms. 1289.

Mme Boivin’s work at the Hospice de la Maternité in Paris, allied as it was
to theoretical learning, gave her a knowledge of the problems of women proba-
bly unrivalled by that of any of her male contemporaries. She was fully aware
of contemporary medical developments and was one of the first to employ the
stethoscope to listen to the foetal heartbeat. Her skills and expertise were recog-
nised by the award to her of an honorary degree by the University of Marburg
although her native France did not accord her any equivalent recognition.

7. Florence Nightingale [1820-1910].Introductory notes on lying-in insti-
tutions. Appendix on ‘Midwifery as a career for educated women’. London.
Longmans, Green. 1871.

Nightingale here argues that women would be better employed in training to
become physician-accoucheuses than in endeavouring to qualify as ‘lady doc-
tors’, thus redeeming the profession of midwife from its stigma of ignorance.
She specifically contrasts the situation in England with the high repute in which
continental midwives like Mme Boivin were held.

8. Central Midwives Board examination paper, 1912.
9. Certificate awarded to Elizabeth Batten [1884-1984).

In 1902 the Midwives Act was passed by the British Parliament, instituting a
Register of Midwives. While initially it was possible to become a registered
midwife on the basis of experience the Act was aimed at producing a cadre of
medically trained professional midwives instead of ‘handywomen’.

10. Laying of the Foundation Stone of the Lady Coryndon Maternity
Training School, Uganda. Booklet and newspaper account.

11. Certified Midwife badge. Protectorate of Uganda.

The training of midwives was seen as a vital step in combatting the very high
level of infant mortality in Uganda in the 1920s. Training midwives in elemen-
tary hygiene was often a cheap but beneficial public health measure in countries
where cultural taboos prevented the employment of male medical assistance.

12. National Birthday Trust Fund Safer Motherhood Campaign.
When the NBTF was founded in 1929 with the aim of reducing perinatal mor-
tality and improving maternal health, it set out to do so by improving midwifery
training and services.

18-



13. Nursing and Midwifery. Career leaflets.
Only a professionally qualified midwife may now legally use the title.

14. Association of Radical Midwives.

An association of women who deplore the decline in the status of midwife as the
result of wider changes in medical practice, and whose aim is to reinstate her as
a skilled professional in the conduct of labour.

15. Midwife’s bag. Black cowhide. British. 1901-1930.

-16-



William Strang. Mother feeding baby. Case 3.2.
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Case 3

BABY CARE

The mother’s care and vigilance from birth onwards is essential to the
preservation of the health of her children. The small helpless human baby
needs much care if it 1s to arrive at maturity. As D W Winnicott wrote:
‘“Without maternal care, there would be no infant.’

1. Mother feeding baby. Etching and drypoint on vellum by Joseph Israels
[1824-1911).

2. Mother bathing baby. Reproduction of woodcut by William Strang [1859-
1921], 1904.

3. Domestic scene of changing baby, drying its nappies, combing
for nits. Engraving and etching by Francesco Bartolozzi [¢.1725-1815] after
Giuseppe Zocchi [1711-1767] published by Wagner, Venice.

These ‘natural’ operations are nonetheless essential contributions to child health.

4. Observations upon the proper nursing of children from a long series
of experience. London. R & ] Dodsley. 1761.

Child health through proper dress (as sold at Mrs Hallum’s infant clothing ware-
house).

5. The mother’s guide, or plain observations on the management of
children, during the first month. 2nd ed. Bristol. Wright & Bagnall. 1828,
This work claims that lifelong health is founded on the wise conduct of a child’s
mother during the first month of its life.

6. Margaret Jane Moore, Countess Mountcashell [1773-1835]. Advice to
young mothers on the physical education of children. By a grand-
mother. Florence. J Molini. 1835.

Lady Mountcashell appeals to her grandmotherly experience as her authority to
instruct others on child rearing.

-18-



7. L’Huile de Ricin. Photo-mechanical reproduction by Protat fréres, Micon,
after a photograph by Braun, Clement et Cie, of a painting by Jean Geoffroy
[1853-1924], exhibited at the Salon in 1894. Distributed by A Gonnon, Lyon,
1905, as an advertisement.

Geoffroy was official illustrator to Dr Gaston Variot [1855-1930], puericulturist
and founder of the ‘Goutte de Lait’ clinics in 1894. The exhibited picture is
typical of his studies of the relationship between the sick child and the mother
or nurse.

8. Kepler Malt Extract Display.

It is the mother, these advertisements imply, who doses the child with castor-oil
or malt extract.

9. Milton Milgard. A new and better way to cleanse and then help
protect a baby’s delicate skin between nappy changes. Richardson-
Merrell Ltd. Slough.

10. Farley’s. Glaxo-Farley Foods. Plymouth.

11. From Milk to Mixed Diet. H J Heinz Company Ltd. Hayes.

The promotional leaflets and the rusk packet appeal to a mother’s desire to do
the best to preserve and promote her child’s health.

12. Infant feeding bottle. Copeland and Garrett. 1833-47.
Glazed pottery, late Spode.

13. Infant feeding bottle. S Maw, Son and Sons Ltd. 1955-70.
Glass (Pyrex).

14. Sheila Kitzinger.The experience of breastfeeding. Harmondsworth.
Penguin Books. 1979.

Breast-feeding is not so natural an activity that manuals of guidance are not
needed.

15. Sylvia Hull. Cooking for a baby. Harmondsworth. Penguin Books. 1979.
The author of this book lays emphasis on the health benefits of home prepara-
tion of food for children.

16. The first twelve months. Excerpts from the National Birthday Trust
Fund Calendar. Nursing World. 8 December 1967.
Each month shows one of the natural stages of a baby’s development.

-19-



After Joseph Clark. The sick child. Case 4.1.
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Cases 4 and 5

CARING IN THE HOME AND DOMESTIC
MEDICINE

Within the home the mother has prime charge of sick family members and
is responsible for household hygiene. Women are expected to act as carers.
Traditional household skills of cooking, brewing and distilling were closely
connected with the processes of preparing remedies for a wide range of ail-
ments: physicking the family was just another aspect of female expertise,
receipts being handed down from mother to daughter. With the rise in
literacy, works on domestic medicine, often based on existing family com-
pilations, were published for a wider audience. The relationship between
medical care and housewifely skills is clear in works which include culinary
recipes, recommendations for cleaning, instructions on the preparation of
cordials, and medical receipts.

Case 4

1. The sick child. Lithograph after a painting by Joseph Clark [1834-1926],
c.1875-6.

2. Das Hausmittel. Coloured lithograph by H Waldow Jnr. Published in
Berlin. [c. 18607].
A home remedy.

3. The cut foot. Coloured lithograph. Anon.
4. Tak tent Jenny. Etching by Walter Geikie [1795-1837).

5. The cut finger. Engraving by Ferdinand Sébastien Goulu [1796-1843] after
Sir David Wilkie [1785-1841], published by Abraham Raimbach, London.

6. Famiglia dei Pedochiosi. Etching by Bartolomeo Pinelli [1781-1835] after
his own design.
The title translates as “The louse ridden family’.

7. Washing place at Torre del Greco. Coloured line and stipple engraving
and etching by James Godby after P. van Lerberg(h)i. Plate 8 from Italian
Scenery, London. Edward Orme. 1806.

Women are here depicted attending to the injuries and ailments of their families
and engaged in measures of elementary hygiene.

8. Mrs Mary Miller. Her Booke of Receipts. 1660. Western Ms. 3547.
<2



9. Madame Bridget Hyde. Receipt book. August the 19th Anno Domini 1676.
Western Ms. 2990.

10. Lady Ayscough. Receipts of physick and chirurgery. 1692. Western
Ms. 1026.

Manuscripts such as these were kept and added to over generations. Receipts
for remedies were exchanged between individuals and preserved as part of family
tradition.

11. Elizabeth Grey, Countess of Kent [1581-1651]. A choice manual of rare
and select secrets in physick and chyrurgery. London. G Dawson for W
Shears. 1653.

A family recipe book given wider circulation.

Hannah Wolley.

12. The accomplish’d lady’s delight in preserving, physick, beautifying
and cookery. London. B Harris. 1675.

The title-page shows women in the still room, and displaying domestic skills.

13. The queen-like closet: or a rich cabinet stored with all manner of
rare receipts for preserving, candying and cookery. London. R Chiswell
& T Sawbridge. 1684.

Hannah Woolley or Wolley learnt physic and surgery from her mother and sisters,
practised medicine successfully and produced these handbooks of domestic lore.

Case b

1. The ladies dispensatory: or every woman her own physician. Lon-
don. J. Hodges and J. James. [1739].

2. The ladies companion; or, the housekeeper’s guide. London. [1756].

3. The female instructor; or young woman’s companion. Liverpool.
Nuttall, Fisher & Dixon. [1812].

4. Annabella Plumptre. Domestic management; or, the healthful cookery-

book. London. B & R Crosby. 1812.
Diet as the foundation of health.

5. Isabella Mary Beeton [1836-1865]. The book of household management.
London. Chancellor Press. 1982(repr.1985). First published in 1861.

These works, compiled and published over two centuries, show the continuing
tradition of women’s concern for domestic health.
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Hannah Wolley. The accomplish’d lady’s delight in preserving, physick,
beautifying and cookery. Case 4.12.
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6. Florence Nightingale [1820-1910]. Notes on nursing: what it is, and
what it is not. London. Harrison. [1860].

These notes, by the famous reformer of professional nursing, are addressed to
‘women who have personal charge of the health of others’. According to her,
‘every woman must, at some time in her life, become a nurse’. The book deals
with the care of the sick within their own homes, and is a manual of domestic
advice on the subject rather than a work for the professional hospital nurse.

7. Second childishness. Engraving by William Bromley after Thomas Stothard,
RA, published by William Bromley, Hammersmith, 24 January 1799.

The responsibility for the old is still likely to devolve on female rather than male
family members.

8. ‘Tabloid® First Aid for the Mother Out Back. Designed by the Well-
come Foundation Limited. 1924,

Women living in remote parts of the world out of easy reach of medical help
were obliged, even in the twentieth century, to deal with a wide range of injuries
and diseases.

9. Gladys Mary Cox, MB, BS. The woman’s book of health: a complete
guide to physical well-being. London. The Lady’s Companion. [1933].

10. Sir William Arbuthnot Lane [1856-1943], et al. The modern woman’s
home doctor. London. Odham’s Press. [1939].

A woman must look after her own health, so that she may better care for her
family in sickness and health.

11. The ‘Home’ first aid case, prepared by Boots Pure Drug Co. Ltd., Not-
tingham. 1939-41.

A wooden case with brass clasp and hinges; the contents include band ages, dress-
ings, lint and tins of potassium permanganate tablets.

12. Advertisements. Calpol, Savlon, Uvistat. 1988.
Mother’s vigilance over her family’s well-being never ceases, even if she no longer
makes up potions and unguents herself.
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